B usiness and industry have long been involved in community service, whether sponsoring events or encouraging employees to volunteer their time to worthwhile projects. As government increasingly relinquishes responsibility for social programs, and communities, through grassroots efforts, begin to provide services for the poor, the sick, and the needy, volunteers will be called on to contribute their time and expertise to improve the health of the community and its residents.
Occupational health nurse managers can be at the forefront of this trend. Employers usually support volunteerism, and occupational health nurses have unique expertise in health promotion, risk reduction, disease detection, primary care, and rehabilitation, as well as organizational skills necessary to mobilize community resources and motivate community residents.
What are the benefits to the company and to the nurse when occupational health nurse managers serve the community? How can an occupational health nurse manager become ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
involved in community programs? And, specifically, what roles can the occupational health nurse manager play in community service?
BENEFITS
Healthy communities are composed of healthy citizens who contribute positively to business and industry's bottom line. When occupational health nurse managers participate in health related community programs, they directly impact the health of the community and indirectly affect the health of employees and the company's profit margin. Healthy communities also have lower illness care costs and fewer unpaid health care bills, important in lowering health insurance premiums and out of pocket costs.
An additional benefit for business and industry is the creation of a community that is known to be a good place to live. Recruitment and retention of employees and positive company image are byproducts of a healthy community.
For the nurse, community service adds interest and depth to a lifelong career. Participating in community projects provides new challenges and new relationships with other community residents. These relationships and challenges keep the occupational health nurse manager involved both in the company and in the community.
Further, service is a professional responsibility; and while occupational health nurse managers have a finite amount of time to devote to work, family, self, and community service, the rewards of helping others through community effort are immeasurable.
INVOLVEMENT
For those occupational health nurse managers who are involved in community activities and programs, the central question may be, "How did I get involved in so many projects?" Communities have many needs and a limited number of available, willing workers. Therefore, once volunteers are identified as being reliable and knowledgeable, they are called on again and again to provide expertise and service in a wide range of topic areas.
However, it can be difficult to get connected. The first step is to be introduced to key community leaders. These leaders may be associated with government, health related organizations, voluntary organizations, or a neighborhood group. Public relations professionals at the work site, other occupational health nurse managers,
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or company executives might provide that first introduction. From there, simply sharing areas of interest and expertise will likely result in board or committee appointments, special event involvement, or a continuing role in a community project.
Another way to become involved is to volunteer to provide a service. Voluntary agencies are always looking for nurses to teach classes or lead support groups. The American Red Cross, the American Heart Association, the American Cancer Society, and the March of Dimes all have programs specifically geared to industry. The occupational health nurse manager may become a trainer or participant in one of these programs and then move on to other community based services offered by the same organizations.
A third way to become known is through organizations that serve local schools, neighborhoods, and families. Working with Scouts, Parent Teacher Organizations, neighborhood watch, or interfaith ministries can provide the springboard for the occupational health nurse manager to get involved in the community.
ROLES FOR OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NURSE MANAGERS
Occupational health nurse managers can take on a variety of roles necessary for successful community service. Perhaps the most obvious role is that of health, environment, and safety expert. The occupational health nurse has an understanding of many content areas including occupa-tional health, safety, ergonomics, industrial hygiene, health education, toxicology, business, finance, marketing, and health promotion, not to mention nursing. This breadth of knowledge is essential to many community organizations and projects.
The occupational health nurse manager also can take on the roles of teacher, counselor, and advocate. These roles are played by all nurses , but in community service it is particularly valuable for a single volunteer to have skills in all the areas.
Because of the role occupational health nurse managers play in business and industry, it is natural for the nurse to serve on community boards and committees. The occupational health nurse manager is equally appropriate for a community planning board or an American Heart Association Heart At Work committee. Knowing health issues and business trends makes the occupational health nurse manager invaluable in planning for the future and marketing programs to other companies and nurses.
Perhaps the role that is most enjoyable is that of instigator. The occupational health nurse manager can create an awareness about various health related issues in a community, from the need for safe playgrounds to chartering a Red Cross unit for a rural community. Once community members are activated, the occupational health nurse manager can provide support, assisting other community members with planning and implementing the program or project and eliciting company support from other volunteers and executives. A special instigator role is that of political activist where the occupational health nurse manager lobbies local, state, and national politicians to assist the community in improving its own health.
SUMMARY
Occupational health nurse managers have been known to deliver Meals on Wheels, volunteer as Girl Scout leaders, consultants, and trainers, teach first aid and CPR classes to the public, as well as company employees, and work with community leaders and health science students to develop company and community health fairs. The positive image created by such activity for the company, the nurse, and the profession is far reaching and ultimately cost effective.
Community service is important now more than ever. It is evident that government cannot solve our problems. Fortunately, the answer to many of our current health and social concerns is in our own backyardour communities. Occupational health managers have a unique opportunity to garner the support of business and industry and contribute to the grassroots movement to improve the health of all Americans. The author thanks June Bagi, RN, Sara Lee Knit Products and Cara Sanderson, RN, Levi Strauss , both of Mountain City, TN for sharing their vision of occupational health nursing and the many examples of community service presented in this article.
